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Parapsychology at Harvard 


Our recent review of parapsychology at 
Yale could not fail to bring to mind the 
fact that Harvard University, as the 
earliest academic center for parapsy- 
chology in this country, also has played 
an important part in the growth of the 
research in this field. Prof. Edward G. 
Boring’s article on the “Status of Para- 
psychology” in the winter issue of The 
American Scientist is a current develop- 
ment on which to peg a review of Har- 
vard’s contribution to parapsychology. 
Prof. Boring has a position of seniority 
among American psychologists, and as a 
positivist and physicalist in his philosophy 
of man, he is distinctly a conservative. 
In his attitude toward the case for ESP, 
Prof. Boring, though obviously reluctant, 


is perhaps as positive as a positivist could 
be expected to be. 

In a way, it is appropriate that this 
expression should come from a Harvard 
psychologist, for seventy years ago Har- 
vard, more than any other place in Ameri- 
ca, was the center of interest in what was 


then called psychical research. If one 
looks at the contributions bound up in 
the volume of the Proceedings of the 
American branch of the Society for 
Psychical Research which covers the 
years 1885-1888, he finds it dominated by 
Harvard men. There was, of course, 
Prof. William James. In the eighties, 
Prof. Josiah Royce was also participating 
in an active discussion of spontaneous 
psychic experiences. Two of the staff 
members of the Harvard Medical School, 
Prof. Henry P. Bowditch and Prof. 
Charles S. Minot, were serving on re- 
search committees, and experiments in 
what would be called extrasensory per- 
ception were undertaken by the mathe- 
matical philosopher, Prof. James M. 
Peirce, and the Director of the Harvard 


Observatory, Prof. Edward C. Pickering. 
Where, in any American university to- 
day—or where in any country—is a com- 
parable group of academic leaders taking 
such an active role in parapsychological 
investigations ? 

It was William James who discovered 
the medium, Mrs. Leonora Piper. James 
himself made some preliminary investi- 
gations of her ability, but his greatest 
service was in introducing her to the 
S.P.R. in Britain. Prof. James was the 
Harvard representative who most stood 
out, not only nationally but internation- 
ally, in his vigorous insistence on the im- 
portance of scientific studies of the claims 
of psychical research. He expressed the 
belief that the greatest discoveries of 
the next fifty years might be expected to 
come in that field. 

A number of friends of psychical re- 
search, among them Prof. James, raised 
a sum of money for the establishment of 
a research fund at Harvard for the pro- 
motion of such investigations. When the 
gift was finally made, in 1912, it be- 
came known as the Richard Hodgson 
Memorial Fund, honoring Dr. Richard 
Hodgson, who, as representative of the 
British Society for Psychical Research, 
had worked with Mrs. Piper in Boston. 
With the aid of this, and other, funds 
Dr. Leonard T. Troland initiated an ex- 
periment in 1916 that was designed to 
investigate telepathy. What appears to 
be only a fragment of a proper experi- 
mental project was carried out; the total 
series consisted of 605 trials. The test 
results were slightly encouraging (with 
odds against chance of 14 to 1) but the 
series was too short and inadequate for 
a definite judgment. 

The arrival of Prof. William Me- 
Dougall at Harvard in 1920 brought para- 


psychology out of its latent stage at Har- 
vard and activated the Hodgson Fund in 
support of it. During the years that 
followed, Dr. Gardner Murphy was aided 
by the fund in conducting some experi- 
mental inquiries in telepathy; and, after 
him, Dr. G. H. Estabrooks carried out 
his now well-known series of telepathy ex- 
periments. Dr. Estabrooks published his 
results in 1927 in Bulletin V of the Boston 
Society for Psychic Research. He con- 
cluded that he had obtained evidence of 
telepathy, and it is difficult today, in ex- 
amining his report (and further analyzing 
his data), to see any reasonable alternative 
explanation. 

During the period of these laboratory 
approaches to the investigation of psi, the 
Boston medium, Margery, was attracting 
a great deal of attention to her exploits, 
which were of startling character and 
variety, even if only as curious physical 
performances. Prof. McDougall joined 
with others to serve as a committee of in- 
vestigation representing the Scientific 
American magazine. The committee came 
to a negative conclusion regarding Mar- 
gery’s claims. A group of other Har- 
vard staff members and graduate students 
who combined for a series of studies of 
Margery’s abilities carried their inquiries 
even into the Harvard psychology labora- 
tory itself. Prof. Boring was a member 
of this group, and the astronomer, Dr. 
Harlow Shapley, was another, The groun 
ended its studies, as did the Scienttfic 
American committee, in more or less 
general disillusionment with regard to 
Margery. The Margery case did not do 
psychical research at Harvard (or any- 
where else) any good. The very fact, 
however, that these investigations could 
have been carried out freely and openly 
in the University community testifies to 
the general tolerance and intellectual inde- 
pendence which existed at Harvard. 

Doubtless there were after-effects of the 
Margery affair that made exploration of 
psychic claims more difficult for those 
who later on endeavored to reintroduce 
the subject. In any event, it was a long 
time before the Hodgson Fund was again 
used for the purpose for which it had 


2) 


been contributed. It was not, in fact, 
until sometime around the late thirties 
that workers in parapsychology were able 
to use the proceeds. From then on, for a 
number of years, Dr. Gardner Murphy, 
then at Columbia University, succeeded in 
obtaining annual grants from the fund 
for the support of ESP investigators 
working under his direction. He secured 
these grants first for the work of Mr. 
Ernest Taves, then for that of Dr. J. L. 
Woodruff, and later on for that of Dr. 
Gertrude Schmeidler. 

The Harvard Summer School in 1942 
offered a lecture course in “psychical re- 
search” in connection with the centenary 
of the birth of William James. The course 
was given by Dr. Murphy. 

One of the greatest services ever ren- 
dered parapsychology was the part played 
by mathematical statisticians in the con- 
troversial period of the late thirties when 
the findings of the research were being 
shot at from every angle. The culminat- 
ing event, perhaps, was a press release 
(often quoted since then) by the Ameri- 
can Institute of Mathematical Statistics 
at its annual meeting in 1937. The re- 
lease ended with the words: “If the Rhine 
investigation is to be fairly attacked, it 
must be on other than mathematical 
grounds.” It is now well known that the 
guiding personality behind this excep- 
tional gesture of professional generosity 
was the late Prof. Edward V. Huntington 
of Harvard. Dr. Huntington had made 
a study of the ESP researches, had 
visited Duke University especially to do 
so, had given a talk at Harvard on the 
subject, and had written an article for 
the American Scholar (“Is It Chance or 
ESP?” Spring, 1938) which ended with 
the sentence: “If mathematics has success- 
fully disposed of chance what has psy- 
chology to say about the hypothesis of 
ESP?” When the contributions to our 
science are viewed in historic perspective, 
this action on the part of Prof. Hunting- 
ton must be accorded high honor and 
great significance. 

A surge of parapsychological activity 
at Harvard in 1948 came, interestingly 
enough, on the initiative of a student 


group. Some undergraduates under the 
leadership of S David Kahn formed the 
Harvard Society of Parapsychology and 
cbtained staff sponsorship. Mr. Kahn 
and Mr. Ulric Neisser collaborated on 
a series of investigations of ESP 
which the two carried out with the co- 
operation of the Department of Psy- 
chology and the Harvard Psychological 
Clinic. The method had the novel feature 
of utilizing an IBM machine to score 
the hits made by the subjects. Kahn 
reported his studies in a senior research 
thesis under the sponsorship of Prof. P. 
A. Sorokin. The report was the basis 
of an article in the Proceedings of the 
American Society for Psychical Research 
in 1952. 

While Prof. McDougall was still at 
Harvard he gave an address at Clark 
University on “Psychical Research as a 
University Study.” After discussing 
telepathy as a representative problem in 
psychical research, he asked, “What more 
suitable task for a research department of 
a University can be conceived than the 
task of investigating such a problem. . . . 


Nowhere else [than in a university] may 
we hope to find the calm critical temper 
of scientific inquiry sufficiently developed 
and sustained; to no other institutions or 
associations can we hopefully entrust the 
task of shedding the cold clear light of 


science upon this obscure and much 
troubled field of vague hopes and vaguer 
speculations.” 

And in 1937, ten years after Prof. 
McDougall had established himself at 
Duke University and had sponsored and 
aided the development of a special labora- 
tory for the investigation of parapsy- 
chology, the Harvard Crimson editorial- 
ized thus: “It is hard to believe a really 
energetic search would not find the De- 
partment (meaning the Department of 
Psychology at Harvard) the right investi- 
gator who, with the Hodgson Fund as a 
starter and his colleagues genuinely sup- 
porting him, would conduct tests of the 
highest importance no matter what the 
outcome.” 

The challenge of these words still rings 
today, with perhaps some added resonance 


even from the restrained expression of 
Prof. Boring’s appraisal. There can 
hardly fail to be, in and about the Har- 
vard yard today—and tomorrow—a_ few 
at least who will follow the inspiring ex- 
ample of James, McDougall, Huntington, 
and Sorokin, and who, like Troland, Esta- 
brooks, Murphy, Kahn and Neisser, will 
“conduct tests of the highest importance 
no matter what the outcome.” 


General News 


The South African Society for the Ad- 
vancement of Science, meeting next June 
in Grahamstown, have asked Mr. Maurice 
Marsh to read a paper on ESP and to 
give a demonstration of apparatus, meth- 
ods, and literature in parapsychology. Mr. 
Marsh is Lecturer in Psychology at 
Rhodes University in Grahamstown. He 
is preparing a doctoral thesis on a long- 
distance ESP experiment involving draw- 
ings. (See Bulletin No. 25.) 


A symposium on Psychical Research 
was held at the annual meetings of the 
Eastern Division of the American Philo- 
sophical Association when it met at 
Goucher College, Dec. 28-30. There were 
two papers on parapsychology: “The 
Science of Nonphysical Nature” by Dr. 
J. B. Rhine of the Parapsychology Lab- 
oratory of Duke University, and “The 
Philosophical Importance of ‘Psychic 
Phenomena’ ” by Dr. C. J. Ducasse of the 
Department of Philosophy, Brown Uni- 
versity. The papers were published in the 
Journal of Philosophy, Dec. 5, 1954, and 
were summed up briefly by the authors 
at the meeting. Dr. Ernest Nagel, Presi- 
dent of the Division, presided, and Dr. 
Roland Walker of Rensselaer Polytech- 
nic Institute served as a general commen- 
tator. For the most part, the discussion 
period brought out questions regarding the 
facts of parapsychology rather than the 
philosophical implications of the results. 
The comments of Dr. Walker were simi- 
lar to those in his article in the Scientific 
Monthly of last July; but even though 
real differences between the three speak- 
ers persisted, there was in the course of 


Ay 


the symposium a noticeable convergence 
toward general agreement among them 
with regard to basic method, results, and 
interpretation. 


* * &* 


The Parapsychology Foundation, Inc., 
of New York City, has made research 
grants to two members of the Parapsy- 
chology Laboratory, Mrs. Winnifred 
Nielsen, and Miss Rhea White, and has 
extended the grants to Dr. G. L. Mangan 
and Mr. Robert Van de Castle. 

The Foundation has also made grants 
to Dr. Arthur J. Bachrach, University of 
Virginia Hospital, Charlottesville, Vir- 
ginia, for studies of near-threshold audi- 
tory response in relationship to extra- 
sensory perception, and to Dr. Louis Mars 
of Port-au-Prince, Haiti, for clinical 
studies in pathological possession. 

At the suggestion of Dr. Gardner Mur- 
phy, the Foundation’s General Research 
Consultant, the Society for Psychical Re- 
search, London, received a grant for 
studies in spontaneous cases. The Foun- 
dation is also supporting new research 
undertaken in Great Britain by Dr. S. 
G. Soal and Mr. G, W. Fisk. 


*_* * * 


The Society for Psychical Research in 
London has announced a prize of £50 
for an essay on a subject which falls 
within its field, to be submitted by June 
30, 1955. Interested readers may corre- 
spond with the Secretary of the Society 
at 31 Tavistock Square, London, W.C.1, 
England. 


Mr. J. G. van Busschbach, Inspector of 
elementary and secondary schools in Am- 
sterdam, Holland, has recently completed 
a series of ESP tests with Dutch school 
children. Altogether he has worked with 
2500 subjects. Results from 673 of the 
children have already been reported in 
the Journal of Parapsychology (Sept., 
1953), and the remainder will be reported 
as soon as the huge task of evaluating 
the data has been completed. 


Books and Magazines 


Before his death in 1952, G. N. M. 
Tyrrell had almost completed the manu- 
script for a sequel to his Personality of 
Man. This manuscript, with a foreword 
by H. H. Price, has now been published 
(by George Allen and Unwin) as The 
Nature of Human Personality. Whereas 
the Personality of Man was intended to 
present the factual side of psychical re- 
search (in its less experimental aspects), 
its sequel deals with the interpretation 
and significance of this evidence, and 
finally merges into a discussion of the 
relation between psychical research and 
religion. It will be reviewed later in the 
Journal of Parapsychology. 


Esquire for February acquaints its 
readers with the general outlines of the 
field of parapsychology in an article en- 
titled “Unsolved Mysteries of Psychic 
Phenomena” by Monroe Fry. 

*_ * * 


George Zorab, who has been prominent 
in the Dutch Society for Psychical Re- 
search and is the author of earlier books 
on parapsychology, has brought out a new 
edition, in the Dutch language, of his 
book Wonderen der Parapsychologic. In 
it, Mr. Zorab aims to present a general 
introduction to the entire field of para- 
psychology, beginning with a systematic 
outline of the phenomena and problems, 
reviewing the studies, experimental and 
otherwise, that have been made, and tak- 
ing up even the problems of mediumship 
and spirit survival. 

* 

Further discussion of the Smith-Canon 
ESP experiments (reported in “A 
Methodological Refinement in the Study 
of ESP, and Negative Findings,” Science, 
July 23) is to be found in a letter to the 
editor of Science (Dec. 17) from Gard- 
ner Murphy of Menninger Foundation. 
Dr. Murphy offers some critical comments 
on the selection of ESP test material made 
by Smith and Canon and on their doubts 
of the validity of tests based on random 
numbers tables. 
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